To be sure, at the birth of the contemporary disciplines of anthropology, economics, history, political science, psychology and sociology, philosophical discussions of causation were not uncommon. For Comte, Hume, Keynes, Mill and Weber the analysis of social problems necessitated a corresponding discussion of what we might mean by calling X 1 a cause of Y. By the mid-twentieth century, however, this abstract species of discussion seems to have dropped out of social-scientific discourse. Authors presented their research question, their method and their results, taking little notice of their assumptions about causation. Physics (i.e., the exploration of the physical world) was neatly separated from metaphysics. One may speculate on the reasons for the latter's disappearance. Presumably, it was more than a little discrediting for an author to expatiate on the nature of causation while conducting an analysis of X 1 and Y. Perhaps the shrinking space, and expanding prominence, of the scientific journal article left little room for such peregrinations. Or perhaps it was deemed unnecessary, given the general agreement on such matters that seems to have obtained at the high watermark of behaviouralism.
In any case, it is a notable feature of the current methodological ferment that causation has re-entered the discourse of social science. Researchers are reading (or at least citing) philosophy of science, and this vocabulary now shapes mainstream academic debates. One hears of deterministic and probabilistic causes, of regularity theories, and -occasionally -of 'supervenience' or 'molar causes' (causes that operate at a structural level). This newfound interest in epistemology concerns the practical question of how to define and to test causal relations. Rather than simply doing it, social scientists are now thinking hard about what causation means.
Among the many extant debates, one intellectual trend stands out: the movement towards a mechanismic understanding of causation. 3 Following directly from Aristotle's notion of 'efficient' causation, contemporary writers have come to focus on the generative component of causal argumentation and demonstration. 4 Causes are understood to generate -create, change, alter, condition -outcomes. The mechanism in a causal argument is 'the agency or means by which an effect is produced or a purpose is accomplished'.
5 In model-based terminology, it is the causal pathway, process or intermediate variable by which a causal factor of theoretical interest is thought to affect an outcome. Thus: X 1 → X 2 → Y, where X 1 is the exogenous cause, X 2 the pathway(s), and Y the outcome.
This will be regarded as the core or 'minimal' definition of the term, as it is now employed in contemporary social science and philosophy. It reverberates with the Greek mechane, 'an instrument for lifting weights' or 'devices or contrivances for doing a thing' and mechos, 'the means', or 'the way by which something is expedited'. 6 And it embraces a wide set of alternative usages, as outlined in this article.
7
It should be noted that this contemporary understanding of mechanism departs dramatically from common nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century understandings of the term, which invoked a mechanistic account of the world. In this context, mechanism meant 'the theory that all phenomena can be explained in terms of the principles by which machines (mechanical systems) are explained without recourse to intelligence as an operating cause or principle', or 'the theory that all phenomena (natural, biological, psychological) are physical and can be explained in terms of material changes'. 8 Evidently, to say 'mechanism' in a contemporary context does not mean that one is wedded to a mechanistic causal account modelled on Newtonian physics.
Perhaps the best entrée into contemporary usage of 'mechanism' is by looking at what it is not. Nowadays, writers are keen to differentiate between 'mechanistic' and 'covariational' approaches to causation. The latter derives from a certain reading of Hume's work on causation, specifically, his regularity theory, comprehending the causal properties of a phenomenon through empirical patterns of covariation ('constant conjunction') between X 1 and Y. If X 1 and Y co-vary, either deterministically or probabilistically, then -so long as possible confounders have been controlled -one has reason to believe that they may be causally related. This view of causation is associated with the deductive-nomological model developed by the logical positivists.
9
Causal arguments are thus identified as either covariational or mechanismic.
10
Curiously, despite the virulence with which this battle is laid out, there is little contemporary debate. Although covariational methods enlist many practitioners, they do not inspire methodological champions. In this respect, it is somewhat like that closely related empirical school known as behaviouralism, a school of social science without a well-developed philosophy. Now that Hempel and Oppenheim have departed, no active defenders of this particular brand of positivism remain. Facing no organized resistance, the mechanismic view now dominates discussions of causality. While it is perhaps premature to proclaim the arrival of a new school, there are enough features in common to suggest the existence of a strong intellectual current stretching across most social science disciplines. The turn towards mechanisms embraces a wide variety of methodological and epistemological positions -quantitative and qualitative, experimental and non-experimental, formal and informal, nomothetic and idiographic -and finds philosophical support within the 'realist' school of philosophy of science. 11 These days, interpretivists, case-study researchers, experimentalists, neo-behaviouralists, formal modellers and epistemologists seem to agree on at least one thing (and perhaps only one thing): the traditional focus of social science has been too large, too highly aggregated and too influenced by -often spurious -associations between X 1 and Y. Greater leverage on causal questions can be gained only by scaling down. We need to get inside the box of causation.
In re-crafting the vocabulary of causation, the concept of a causal mechanism has helped draw attention to some notable deficits in the traditional approach to causation. For some writers in the positivist tradition, specifying a theory means little more than the statement of a set of predictions implied by that theory. 12 This is evidently a highly constrained view of the task of explanation. By contrast, the notion of a mechanism encourages researchers to clarify what a theory is all about, i.e., how X 1 might related to Y. It also prompts us to consider the possibility that X 1 causes Y in more than one fashion, i.e., through multiple pathways. Note that in the schema introduced above, X 2 may refer to a vector of intermediate causes or causal combinations. More generally, the increasing popularity of this concept has forced scholars to devote greater care and attention to matters of explanation and proof. To this extent, the advent of mechanismic thinking is surely propitious.
Yet, in the face of a growing consensus, a cautionary note may be in order. Consider that wherever a great deal of excitement develops over a new term enveloping a wide range of seemingly disparate points of view, there is prima facie evidence that some degree of ambiguity exists on the precise definition of the key concept. That is to say, people mean different things when they invoke it. One thinks, for example, of Thomas Kuhn's introduction of the word 'paradigm' in the 1970s, which exercised a peculiar fascination over social scientists, despite its remarkable plasticity. 13 One might also ponder other key terms in the contemporary social science lexicon, e.g., 'interpretivism', 14 'culture', 15 'institutions', 16 'realism', 17 and 'positivism'. 18 These terms continue to excite, though they are difficult to specify. Indeed, the history of social science methodology is characterized by perpetual terminological innovation. One may wonder whether such changes in meaning are always indicative of scientific progress, or are merely examples of 'playing musical chairs with words'. 19 Here, I think the conclusion must be: a little of both. In what follows, I try to clarify what it might mean in practical terms -i.e., for practising social scientists -to assume a mechanismic view of causation. 20 It is an exercise in clarification, not debunking. As I have indicated, there is much to recommend a mechanism-centred approach. However, if this is the case we are first obliged to state clearly what it means to practise this form of social science. And this apparently simple task of definition turns out to be considerably more difficult than it might appear.
The goal of this short article is, first of all, to get 'inside the box' of causal mechanisms. The body of the article elucidates a series of tensions and conflicts within this well-travelled concept, looking closely at how influential authors have employed this ubiquitous term. It is discovered that 'mechanism' carries at least nine possible meanings within contemporary social science. Some of these meanings are potentially coherent; indeed, they might be regarded as attributes of a single concept. Others are patently contradictory. Some of these meanings are more well established than others; but all have been adopted by prominent writers and in an explicit fashion.
It must be stressed that calling attention to disagreements and ambiguities in the usage of a key concept does not, by itself, invalidate that concept. The following passages should not be read, therefore, as an indictment. What this semantic exercise does is to underline the degree of muddiness that a key concept has introduced into our methodological discussions. Apparently, partisans of mechanisms are sometimes talking about quite different things when they invoke the same term. In this respect, the school is considerably less unified than it may have appeared.
The second goal of this article is reconstructive. I propose that the core meaning of 'mechanism' -a causal pathway or process leading from X 1 to Y -functions nicely as a general definition of the term in methodological contexts across the social sciences. Accordingly, other meanings introduced in the course of this discussion may be regarded as arguments, rather than attributes. If accepted, this small move towards semantic consensus may go a long way towards clarifying causal debates in the social sciences.
H A R D -T O -O B S E R V E O R E A S Y -T O -O B S E R V E E N T I T I E S
An initial disagreement appears over the observability of causal mechanisms relative to evidence of a covariational nature. Here, it must be remembered that observability is always a matter of degrees. While the so-called Heisenberg principle decrees that no entity can be measured with perfect accuracy, it seems apparent that some entities (such as molecules) are relatively easy to observe -i.e., they can be observed more or less directly -while others (such as quarks) must be inferred. In this spirit, we shall say that phenomena are more or less observable.
For many writers, the hallmark of causal mechanisms is their unobservability, and hence their hypothetical quality. 21 The previous example, drawn from contemporary physics, illustrates that as one moves down the causal chain from small observable entities to their component parts -from molecules to atoms to subatomic particles -one's ability to see, and hence to measure, diminishes with each step. 22 In a similar fashion, many social processes are harder to 'see' as one peers into the box of causality, i. Yet, some writers are quite adamant in their rejection of observability as a criterion for mechanisms. Bunge declares, 'Because most mechanisms are hidden, they must be conjectured before they can actually be discovered. Consequently, no self-respecting empiricist (or positivist) can condone the very idea of a mechanism'. 25 In a similar vein, Mahoney writes: 'causal mechanisms are posited relations or processes that the researcher imagines to exist; they do not refer to any particular set of empirical conditions'. 26 And again: 'explanation by causal mechanisms requires that the analyst posit some entity, process, or structure that is treated "as if" it exists, even though at the present time scholars cannot be certain that the entity, process, or structure really does exist. [It is] not itself open to explanation'. 27 This conclusion is linked to Mahoney's view that causal mechanisms are 'ultimate' explanations, i.e., unmoved movers. It follows that, If the mechanism were directly observable, it would be clear that this mechanism is not actually the final mover of outcomes in the world, but rather must itself be explained. Hence, causal mechanisms that become observable because of better measurement start to lose their status as causal mechanisms and become regular variables.
28
If mechanisms are difficult (perhaps even impossible) to observe, then it follows that any investigation into causal mechanisms is a highly deductive enterprise, resting upon what we can intuit about the world and/or about one set of events. By contrast, covariational analyses take on the flavour of a largely inductive enterprise. Indeed, it is sometimes averred that evidence is covariational while cogitation (logical assumptions and reconstructions of the world) are mechanismic. This is what Mahoney seems to mean when he says that, once mechanisms have been observed, they are 'regular variables'.
Yet, for other writers (or for the same writers at other times), the attraction of a mechanisms-based causal account is motivated by the prospect that micro-level relations might be easier to observe than macro-level relations. From this perspective, the finer pieces of the puzzle -the micro-foundations of causation -can be studied with greater clarity than the larger ambient structures. As one narrows scope, one ought to be able to measure relationships with greater precision. In contrast to the large, abstract concepts that often characterize 'structural' arguments -for example, about capitalism, geography and colonialism -arguments about causal mechanisms may be closer to the meat of things. Thus, Stinchcombe defines a causal mechanism as 'a piece of scientific reasoning which is independently verifiable'. 29 Elsewhere in the text quoted above, Bennett writes: 'explanation via causal mechanisms involves a commitment in principle to making our explanations and models consistent with the most continuous spatial-temporal sequences 24 we can describe at the finest level of detail that we can observe'. 30 Drawing on a long tradition in philosophy of science, Bernhard Kittel views mechanisms as 'processes in concrete systems', which can be 'decomposed into their components' and thereby studied. 31 Note that for those who view causal mechanisms as the more observable component of the empirical universe, it is natural to speak of a movement 'down' from causal covariations to causal mechanisms. Whereas, for those who view causal mechanisms as the less observable component the reverse logic obtains. Mahoney, who falls in the latter tradition, writes: 'the analyst moves from a high level of abstraction (i.e., a causal mechanism) to a concrete level of abstraction (i.e., an empirical proposition)'. 32 This debate recalls the classic and ongoing debate over whether, or to what extent, causal models must be realistic. According to one version of positivism, articulated forcefully by Friedman, models are simply logical constructs whose only purpose is to make predictions about outcomes under different (causal) conditions. 33 The constituent elements of the model itself need not -and usually will not -be observable. Those who adopt a mechanism-centred approach to causation are generally quite critical of this nonchalance. Even so, in defining causal mechanisms as unobservable, these writers would seem to have committed themselves to the same phenomenological mysticism that Friedman is commonly criticized for. Hedstrom and Swedberg are explicit on this point:
The choice between the infinitely many analytical models that can be used for describing and analyzing a given social situation can never be guided by their truth value, because all models by their very nature distort the reality they are intended to describe. The choice must instead by guided by how useful the various analytical models are likely to be for the purpose at hand. 34 Here is a statement that Milton Friedman in his most positivist moment could have written.
Another ambiguity concerns the relative generality of mechanismic and covariational explanations. Evidently, explanations can never be entirely particular (specific, particular) or general (universal). Yet, there are important differences of degree.
Many researchers stress the context-dependent or bounded nature of causal mechanisms. 35 The assumption is that explanations for a given causal relationship usually vary across different contexts. Thus, George and Smoke argue that deterrence failure may occur by 'fait accompli', by 'limited probe', or by 'controlled pressure'. 36 The same outcome is motivated by different causal mechanisms. This leads to a species of typological theorizing in which causal types are distinguished not by their outcomes but rather by their causal mechanisms. 37 If one ignores 'obvious' explanatory tropes ('He crossed the road because he desired to do so'), causal mechanisms in the social world are usually 'idiosyncratic and singular'. 38 Stinchcombe takes note that 'quite often what we mean by "mechanisms" in social science is a causal connection within relatively bounded units that form coherent "parts" of a larger structure'.
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Others identify causal mechanisms with more or less universal causal properties. 40 The idea here is that mechanismic explanations, peering deeply into the box of causation, settle on the most fundamental building blocks of causation, and hence on those that are most general in their purview. These 'nuts and bolts' of social science rest ultimately upon simple axioms of human behaviour -rational or otherwise 41 -and may often be formalized in mathematical models. 42 If mechanisms are akin to highly abstract causal frameworks -for example, functionalism, rational choice, power theory 43 -then it is sensible to equate a causal mechanism with a universal (or at least wide-ranging) theory.
A third possibility is that causal mechanisms refer to general phenomena but that these general phenomena take on different shapes according to the local setting. Thus, generality combines with specificity -'laws' with particular contexts. This seems to be what is implied by Elster's well-known definition of mechanisms: 'frequently occurring and easily recognizable causal patterns that are triggered under generally unknown conditions or with indeterminate consequences'.
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The latent disagreement between those who associate mechanisms with highly particular explanations and those who view mechanisms as universal laws (more or less) feeds into another sort of confusion about how causal inference actually occurs. The contrast here is between 'bottom-up' and 'top-down' approaches to causation. Glennan explains: 'The top-down approach explains an event by showing it to be part of a larger nomological or explanatory pattern, while the bottom-up approach explains an event by describing the network of causes that are efficacious in bringing that event about'. 45 It follows that those who view mechanisms as context-specific would be inclined to adopt a bottom-up view of how mechanisms contribute to causal analysis, associated with the work of Wesley Salmon. 46 Similarly, those who see mechanisms as an illustration of universal (or at least very wide-ranging phenomena) would be sympathetic to a top-down approach derivative of the logical positivist school. 47 Here, a causal relationship is explained by subsuming it within a more general law, the latter pertaining to the mechanism that is purportedly at work. 
P R O B A B I L I S T I C O R D E T E R M I N I S T I C E X P L A N A T I O N S
A fourth issue concerns the degree of regularity to be found in causal mechanisms. Are they probabilistic or deterministic? Apparently, there is a marked divide between those who believe that causal mechanisms ought to exhibit regularity and those who believe that these interstices of causality are highly unpredictable. Daniel Little describes a causal mechanism as 'a series of events governed by lawlike regularities that lead from the explanans to the explanandum'. 49 Mahoney presumes that a mechanism is 'sufficient to produce the outcome of interest; that is, if the mechanism actually operates, it will always produce the outcome of interest'. 50 Others articulate the notion of mechanisms in explicitly probabilistic terms: 'Given certain conditions K, an agent will do x because of M with probability p'. 51 Elster is also impressed by the contingent nature of mechanisms, which are 'triggered under generally unknown conditions or with indeterminate consequences'.
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It is commonly assumed that the determinacy of a causal relationship increases as that relationship becomes narrower and more specific -i.e., as it moves from structural-level inputs and outputs to micro-mechanisms. Thus, Cook and Campbell write: 'It is probably the case that the more molar the causal assertion and the longer and more unspecified the assumed micromediational causal chain, the more fallible the causal law and the more probabilistic its supporting evidence ' . 53 Yet, David Waldner points out that sometimes the movement is in the other direction. 54 Suppose that there is some irreducibly stochastic process at the sub-atomic level. This does not presuppose that all actions are probabilistic, for 'as we increase size from the microworld to the macroworld, quantum effects become negligible and new properties … emerge'. 55 Consider the natural phenomenon of ice across a body of water. While the icing of a lake may be impossible to predict at a molecular or sub-molecular level (that is, at the level of causal mechanisms), it is certainly possible to predict that if the temperature is below freezing for a given number of days, any lake will freeze over. This is a deterministic process (or it is so highly probable that it is, for all intents and purposes, deterministic). It must happen, even though the causal mechanisms are themselves probabilistic. Similar arguments might be made for molar phenomena that pertain to social behaviour, which are often phrased as necessary or sufficient (i.e., deterministic) conditions. 56 As with previous debates, an in-between position is possible. Stuart Glennan employs the term 'law' in conjunction with causal mechanisms but prefers a non-deterministic reading of the concept. 57 The operation of causal mechanisms is highly regular, but not perfectly invariant. 
A D I S T I N C T T E C H N I Q U E(S) O F A N A L Y S I S
Sometimes, it is averred that the investigation of causal mechanisms involves a different set of methodological tools than would be common, or useful, to an investigation of covariational relationships. For some writers, the investigation of causal mechanisms is linked to qualitative methods of explanation and analysis. 58 Special terms -for example, 'causal-process observations', 'process tracing', 'pattern-matching', and 'colligation' -have been coined for this endeavour. 59 Similarly, causal mechanisms are often contrasted with a 'statistical' mode of analysis, understood to apply to the covariation between X 1 and Y. 60 Finally, it appears that all writers in the mechanismic school, whether they are practitioners of qualitative or quantitative methods, share a general scepticism about the connection between standard statistical models and the social processes they are intended to explain or illuminate.
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It must be stressed that this species of argument is contingent upon a view of what the key concept, mechanism, means. If a mechanism is simply the causal pathway from an exogenous cause to an outcome then there is no necessary connection between the object of study and the method chosen for analysis. In the causal sequence X 1 → X 2 → Y, a mechanismic explanation is one that focuses on the relationship between X 1 and X 2 , and X 2 and Y, while a covariational explanation is one that focuses simply on the distal relationship between X 1 and Y, excluding any specific reference to X 2 . Notable in this interpretation is the relative nature of these relationships. X 2 is defined in terms of X 1 and Y. That which lies between the exogenous causal factor and the outcome gains this status only by reference to these stationary points. This means that any redefinition of the exogenous cause, or the outcome, changes one's definition of the causal mechanism. And it follows from this that there is no method intrinsic to covariational analysis that cannot also be applied to mechanismic analysis.
Consider the now-classic argument that geographic factors such as variable diseasepropensities influenced the decisions of Europeans with respect to which areas of the world they wished to settle and what sorts of economic institutions would flourish, and these patterns of settlement and development exerted a subsequent influence on the development or non-development of property rights, and finally, through this medium, on the long-term economic development of the non-European world. 62 In this account, geography plays the role of exogenous cause, with settlement patterns and property rights as the two causal mechanisms. Now, suppose the question is re-ordered such that the development of 58 property rights, rather than economic development itself, is regarded as the outcome to be explained, and settlement patterns rather than geography, as the exogenous cause. We have simply truncated the causal chain. Yet, in this new version we must now look for a new causal mechanism (intervening variable): by what process did settlement patterns lead to variation in property rights? Naturally, this question could also be chopped up into finer bits; this is the well-known infinite regress of causation. Similarly, the argument could be expanded -stretched out -to stretch back in time, or forward in time, thus re-situating the causal mechanism.
All of this is relatively unexceptional and likely to meet little resistance. However, the implications are quite far-reaching. If this is all that the concept of mechanism refers to, then it may be wondered whether there is anything at all that is distinctive about this mode of analysis. Note that a 'mechanism', so conceived, can be at any remove from an outcome, for the issue of proximity is purely definitional, i.e., left to the author to decide. And a mechanism may be of any sort -an event, a process, a set of events or processes, or whatever. It is simply that which lies between X 1 and Y (causally speaking). Accordingly, whatever tools may be employed in the investigation of X 1 and Y (the 'covariational' moment) may also be employed in the investigation of X 1 and X 2 , or X 2 and Y (the 'mechanismic' moment). This means that tools of empirical analysis usually associated with covariation (does one variable co-vary in a predictable pattern with another variable?) are, in principle, equally amenable to the investigation of intervening variables.
As a second example, one might consider the putatively causal relationship between trade openness and welfare state development. The usual empirical finding is that more open economies (as measured by imports and exports as a share of gross domestic product (GDP)) are associated with higher social welfare spending. The question of interest concerns the causal mechanisms at work in this relationship. Why does such a robust correlation exist? One possible causal path, suggests David Cameron, is that increased trade openness leads to greater domestic economic vulnerability to external shocks (due, for instance, to changing terms of trade).
63 If so, one should find a robust correlation between annual variations in a country's terms of trade (a measure of economic vulnerability) and social welfare spending. As it happens, the correlation is not robust and this leads some commentators to doubt whether this putative causal mechanism is actually at work. 64 What is significant here is that the research design employed to investigate the original ('covariational') question -does trade enhance welfare state development? -is identical to the research design employed to test the question of causal mechanisms. Both employ a standard time-series cross-section design with country-years as units of analysis. In methodological terms, they are identical. 65 Indeed, when one looks closely at the growing population of studies focused on causal mechanisms one finds a quite diverse array of methodological approaches, including 63 70 Granted, the modal research design for mechanismic analysis is probably focused on a single example (or a few examples) of a larger phenomenon. This is because the sort of causal questions that we usually refer to as mechanismic are often difficult to approach in a large-N cross-case format. 71 Thus, one finds that, as a practical matter, a strong affinity exists between causal mechanisms and case study investigation -that is, investigation focused on one (or several) instances of some broader topic. 72 Usually, it is difficult to get inside the box without also narrowing the scope of investigation. One case can be taken apart -usually a time-consuming procedure -while it would be difficult to do the same for a large number of cases.
So, we are left with an equivocation. There is no necessary connection between the study of causal mechanisms and the use of particular methods. But there is a fairly strong empirical association. This means that causal mechanisms cannot be defined (minimally) as employing a particular method or set of methods, but the term is bound to carry a strong implicit methodological connotation.
A D I S T I N C T A P P R O A C H T O P R O V I N G C A U S A T I O N
Partisans of causal mechanisms sometimes imply that causal demonstration can occur without covariational evidence (evidence of the covariation between X 1 and Y). At the same time, some empiricists seem to imply that causal demonstration can occur without a specification of mechanisms. From this perspective, the adoption of a mechanismic approach to causation appears to commit one to a distinct ontological or epistemological position. Steinmetz writes sternly: 'a [causal] law is not a constant conjunction of events but the characteristic pattern of activity, or tendency, of a mechanism'. 73 of any observable variation on X 1 and Y. 'Counterfactual' arguments have this quality. 74 Arguably, they are purely mechanismic -although, to be sure, some covariation between X and Y must be imagined, and in this sense no argument can be purely mechanismic (of what would it be a mechanism?).
By the same token, the use of experimental research designs sometimes allows for the demonstration of causal relationships based solely on covariational evidence, without any identifiable causal mechanism. This was the case, for example, with penicillin, aspirin and many other medical treatments whose curative effects were well known (and not disputed) long before the mechanisms at work in these treatments could be deciphered.
Commonly, one finds that in investigating a causal question the mechanismic and covariational aspects are not equally accessible to empirical research. Sometimes, the mechanisms can be glimpsed easily, and a process-tracing style of research is warranted. 75 In other situations, arguments are clearer and more testable at the covariational level. For example, research has identified a strong and robust relationship between democracyconsidered as a historical phenomenon -and subsequent economic performance, when tested within a standard cross-national regression format with fixed effects and a series of relevant controls. 76 A number of plausible causal mechanisms might be enlisted to explain this regularity. In recent work, it has been proposed that democratic regimes create four kinds of capital -physical, human, social and political -and that each of these accumulates over time, creating a 'stock' that reflects a country's regime history and, ultimately, impacts its growth performance. Regrettably, it is not easy to test any of these causal mechanisms, so they rest -for now -at the level of speculation.
Some writers in the mechanismic school appear to take the position that, without supporting evidence at the micro-foundational level, causation has not been proven. Kiser and Hechter write: 'A complete explanation also must specify a mechanism that describes the process by which one variable influences the other, in other words, how it is that X produces Y'. 77 Waldner continues in the same vein: 'Explanatory propositions are distinguished from non-explanatory propositions by the inclusion of causal mechanisms.' 78 It is undeniably the case that one is less certain about a causal phenomenon whenever the mechanisms remain opaque. But it is to be wondered whether such uncertainty should prevent us from reaching causal conclusions -however qualified -where strong covariational evidence, and strong theoretical speculation, support such conclusions. The same might be said for situations in which evidence is drawn primarily at the mechanismic level.
Although the argument could be carried on at much greater length, it seems fair to say that neither causal mechanisms nor covariation is necessary -and both are, in certain rare instances, individually sufficient -for the demonstration of a causal argument.
While this apparent resolution of the debate may provide an adequate point of departure it is not a happy point of arrival. Evidently, one wishes to construct good (persuasive) causal arguments, not merely statements that pass a minimal definitional threshold. In this light, it seems plausible to regard both of these elements of causal argument as helpful ingredients in proving a causal claim. Ceteris paribus, a causal argument is stronger (i.e., more convincing) if a causal mechanism can be specified and a set of covariational patterns consistent with that mechanism can be identified. 79 Note also that as a matter of practice it is rather difficult to construct purely covariational or purely mechanismic explanatory accounts. Even in the absence of empirical evidence a counterfactual argument always presumes a pattern of covariational evidence. Similarly, a covariational pattern, if asserted as causal, presumes a (yet to be identified) causal mechanism. One might conclude on this basis that there is considerably less distance between the covariational and mechanismic accounts of causation than writers in the mechanismic tradition aver. How deep is this disagreement, really?
A final view of our subject presupposes that a mechanism must refer to a cause that lies fairly close to the outcome of interest -a proximate cause, rather than a distal (structural) cause. This is linked to a broader view of explanation that seeks explanatory power in small spaces (causally speaking). In this reading, mechanisms refer to a 'style of theorizing', 80 one usually focused on individuals rather than institutions, or one that breaks down institutions into their individual-level behavioural components. 81 A bit of intellectual history is helpful in understanding the appeal of causal mechanisms as micro-foundational causal analysis. Through most of the twentieth century, structural approaches to causation have been associated with the scientific analysis of human behaviour. This propensity may be traced back to the origins of social science -i.e., to Marx, Weber, evolutionary theory, cyclical theories (in the manner of Toynbee), racial theories and geographic theories. Indeed, most influential approaches to the explanation of human behaviour through the late-twentieth century assumed a broad, structural approach to causation (with the exception of the field of psychology, whose disciplinary bias is quite different). In the mid-to-late twentieth century, one thinks of structural-functionalism, 82 modernization theory, 83 dependency/ world systems theory, 84 realist international relations theory, 85 comparative-historical analysis, 86 equilibrium models of economic behaviour, 87 and cross-country regression analysis. 88 The macro focus assumed by these varied theoretical and empirical approaches was often accompanied by the implicit message that 'structures count' and, as a result, individual-level behaviour would follow more or less ineluctably from those structures.
In recent years, all this has decidedly changed. Macro is out, and micro is in. Instead of examining the behaviour of nations, economists now focus on the behaviour of individuals. Similarly, in political science many scholars have dropped down a level of analysis -from the nation-state to particular regions or communities, 89 or individual-level data. Instead of distal causes, the focus has shifted to proximate causes. The general assumption seems to be that much of our confusion over causal relations in the social world is due to what might be called a level-of-analysis problem. We have been looking for causes in all the wrong places. Specifically, we have been looking for causal relations at broad, system-wide levels where causal relations are least clear and least determinate -because so much is going on 'inside the box'. Once these inside-the-box relationships are better understood, it is averred, social science will be laid on a solid foundation and the broader causal factors at work -the structural causes, if you will -can be discerned. We should therefore begin with the trees, and proceed (at some unspecified point in the future) to the forest. Or, to choose a different metaphor, knowledge should be attained brick by brick; slowly, the shape of a larger structure will come into view.
One might question the optimism with which some contemporary writers embrace a nuts-and-bolts view of social action. Is it possible to reconstruct causation block by block? Are there basic 'building blocks' of social action? The current enthusiasm for mechanisms reminds one of a previous century's fascination with mechanistic models of causation. With respect to both, one might reply: perhaps true, but as yet unproven.
Alternatively, the current craze for micro-foundations might be viewed as a thoroughgoing rejection of grand theory. Accordingly, there is no presumption that individual building blocks will stack up to create larger theoretical frameworks. Instead, one embraces a social science founded on 'middle-range' explanations. 90 This might also be regarded as a return to the methodological individualism characteristic of mid-twentieth century behaviouralism. 91 Indeed, some writers are explicit about the connection between mechanismic and individual-level explanation. 'I take "mechanisms" to be hypothetical causal models that make sense of individual behavior', writes Gambetta. 92 It is worth noting that while most partisans of mechanisms adopt a micro-foundational view, some are uncomfortable with its stance of methodological individualism. 93 Evidently, to focus on micro-foundations -without hope of building larger theoretical structures -presents the danger of occluding larger structures at work in conditioning social behaviour.
For all these reasons, it may be a mistake to restrict our use of the concept of causal mechanisms to work that is micro-foundational. The concept of mechanisms is helpful in many research contexts, even -perhaps especially -when the style of research is macro-structural. Moreover, given that we have another term in the lexicon -'microfoundations' -that expresses this key idea, there is even less reason to appropriate 'mechanisms' for this semantic purpose. simplification at the lower level to make the higher-level theory go) to what we know as the main facts at the lower level. 95 Evidently, there is much more to talk about; I have only scratched the surface of this large and complex topic. 96 What, then, are we to make of this blooming ambiguity (which may be even greater, and more various than this brief review has indicated)?
Any analytic deconstruction of a concept offers a species of cheap debunking if read in a crude and unreflective fashion. The implication in the present case appears to be that since 'mechanism' means so many different things -often quite contradictory to one another -it means nothing at all. The logic of this slander by multiple-association is that words should mean one thing, and one thing only. Yet, while univalence is a helpful quality in many contexts it is probably an unrealistic expectation for key terms in the social science vocabulary. It may not even be helpful, given that a degree of lexical plasticity is necessary for a discipline to progress. 97 Thus, while the proliferation of meanings attached to 'mechanism' deserves notice, it does not entail that we should -or can -jettison the offending term. And it certainly does not mean that just because different authors employ the term in different ways, all such usages should be condemned.
However, for general methodological purposes it is important that a key word like mechanism be employed in a recognizable fashion. There must be some degree of consensus; otherwise, the term serves to confuse, rather than clarify, methodological issues -as has happened, arguably, over the past several decades of this term's ascendance.
I propose that the core meaning of mechanism -the pathway or process by which an effect is produced or a purpose is accomplished -provides such a consensus. My sense is that few contemporary social scientists would reject this definition out of hand and most would approve of its utility in discussions of social science research. 98 It is methodologically insightful, which is to say, there are many instances when we feel the need to clarify what, specifically, connects X 1 with Y. While the usual ('covariational') questions of causation focus on whether X 1 causes Y (is this a true causal relationship?), the mechanismic approach focuses on why X 1 might cause Y, understanding that there may be more than one causal mechanism at work. Mechanisms are about the 'why' question nested within a larger 'why' question.
Some writers would like to add further ramifications to this core definition, as outlined in previous sections of this article. I suggest that we regard these elaborations as peripheral to the core concept. They may be true in some research contexts; they may shed light on some aspects of social research; they may be true in some normative sense (as an ideal-type towards which social science practice should strive). But they are not true -yet -of linguistic practice or research practice within the social sciences generally. As such, they deserve to be regarded as arguments about mechanisms rather than definitions of mechanism. Alternatively, we may choose to regard the various meanings identified in this 95 Stinchcombe, 'The Conditions of Fruitfulness of Theorizing about Mechanisms in Social Science', p. 367. Emphasis in original. 96 A long list of definitions is provided in Mahoney, 'Beyond Correlational Analysis', pp. 579-80. 97 Otherwise, all scientific progress must be achieved through new terms, a process that is sometimes more confusing than the redefinition of old terms.
98 But see Mahoney, 'Beyond Correlational Analysis', p. 578.
